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R457News focusSerious rethinking is under way in a draft of a new UN report looking at the 
pressure worldwide on fisheries, many of which may have collapsed or become 
uneconomic within the next 40 years, writes Nigel Williams.
Funding fisheries collapseInvesting around $8 billion a year in 
rebuilding and ‘greening’ the world’s 
fisheries could raise catches to 112 
million tonnes annually, while triggering 
benefits to industry, consumers 
and the global economy totalling 
$1.7 trillion over the next 40 years.
These are among the findings 
of a new report being compiled by 
the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) and economists 
entitled the Green Economy — part of 
which was revealed last month in New 
York.
The investment, some of which 
can be covered by phasing down or 
phasing out some of the $27 billion-
worth of fishing subsidies currently in place, is needed to dramatically 
reduce the excess capacity of the 
world’s fishing fleets, while supporting 
workers in alternative livelihoods.
Funding is also required to reform 
and re-focus fisheries management, 
including through policies such as 
tradable quotas and the establishment 
of marine protected areas, in order to 
allow depleted stocks to recover and 
grow, the report says.
Such measures, backed by 
forward- looking investments, would 
not only generate important economic 
and environmental returns, but would 
also assist in fighting poverty by 
securing a primary source of protein 
for close to one billion people.Achim Steiner, UN under-secretary 
general and UNEP executive director 
said: “Fisheries across the world 
are being plundered, or exploited at 
unsustainable rates. It is a failure of 
management of what will prove to 
be monumental proportions unless 
addressed.”
“The lives and livelihoods of over 
half a billion people, linked with the 
health of the industry, will depend on 
the tough but also transformational 
choices governments make now and 
over the years to come,” he added.
The Green Economy report “offers 
a way of maximising the economic, 
social and environmental returns from 
rebuilding, reforming and sustaining 
fisheries for current and future 
generations. The scenarios recognise 
that millions of fishers will need 
support in retraining and that fishery Heavy gear: Industrial fishing is damaging many fish stocks around the world. (Photo: idp South Africa Collection/Alamy.) 
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In spite of the high technology 
incorporated in many modern fishing 
fleets helping them to find fish, 
dwindling stocks mean that modern 
UK vessels must work 17 times 
harder for the same catch as their 
sail-powered Victorian counterparts, a 
new study claims.
Records of fish landings dating 
back to the 1880s showed that UK 
trawlers, then fishing closer to port, 
landed twice as much in 1889 than 
today — despite advances which now 
enable crews to fish further, faster 
and deeper, researchers from the 
Marine Conservation Society and the 
University of York report in Nature 
Communications (online).
The results, the authors say, indicate 
that technological developments 
and the exploitation of new fishing 
grounds have served to mask the 
extraordinary decline of fish in British 
waters.
In England and Wales, nineteenth-
century fishermen were landing four 
times as much as today. In 1937, the 
peak of the UK’s fishing industry, the 
catch was 14 times what it now is. The 
availability of bottom-living species 
has fallen by 94 per cent.
Examining previously overlooked 
government records, the researchers 
calculated the “landings of fish per 
unit of fishing power” (LPUP), by 
comparing the effort trawling vessels 
put in with the amount they caught, to 
assess the availability of fish.
The crash has been huge for some 
species. From 1887 to 2007 the LPUP 
declined 500 times for halibut, more 
than 100 times for haddock, and more 
than 20 times for plaice, wolfish, hake 
and ling. Cod had declined by 87 per 
cent, the report warns.
The figures indicated fish stocks 
were in decline well before the 
amount of fish being caught went 
“catastrophically downhill” in the 
1960s, the report’s authors say.
The study’s lead author, Ruth 
Thurstan, of the University of York’s 
environment department said: “UK 
fishing trawlers are bringing in about 
150,000 tonnes a year, compared to 
double that 100 years ago.”
“For all its technological 
sophistication and raw power, today’s 
trawl fishing fleet has far less success 
than its sail-powered equivalent 
of the late nineteenth century 
because of the sharp decline in fish 
abundance.”
Records show how much more effort 
fishing needs to match catches of the 
past. Nigel Williams reports.
Dwindling returns
Abundance: A thriving herring fishery on the east coast of England a century ago. (Photo: 
Getty Images.)fleets must shrink. But this needs 
to be set against a rise in catches, 
an overall climb in incomes for 
coastal communities and companies, 
improvements in the health of the 
marine environment and ultimately 
hundreds of millions of people whose 
incomes and livelihoods are linked to 
fishing,” he said.
The report estimates that there are 
currently 35 million people fishing for 
a livelihood and more than 20 million 
boats engaged in fishing. It also 
estimates that fishing directly and 
indirectly supports 170 million jobs 
and generates $35 billion for fishing 
households each year. It is estimated 
that, with the inclusion of processing 
jobs and the consideration that one 
fisherman has three dependants, 
then about 520 million people or eight 
per cent of the global population are 
supported by fisheries.
But this livelihood is imperilled. 
“Mismanagement, lack of enforcement 
and subsidies totalling over $27 billion 
annually have left close to 30 per 
cent of fish stocks classed as 
‘collapsed’ — in other words yielding 
less than 10 per cent of their former 
potential,” the report says.
Only around 25 per cent of 
commercial stocks — mostly 
low- priced species — are considered 
to be in a healthy or reasonably 
healthy state, the report warns.
It estimates that, of the $27 billion 
of subsidies given to fisheries, only 
around $8 billion can be classified 
as ‘good’ with the rest classed as 
‘bad’ and ‘ugly’, as they contribute to 
over- exploitation of stocks.
The report concludes that a 
reduction in the global fishing activity 
to a ‘maxible sustainable yield’ is 
required because current capacity is 
1.8 to 2.8 times what is sustainable.
“These reductions could be 
achieved through careful targeting 
of the most ecologically damaging 
surplus capacity, so that of the 
estimated 20 million vessels and 
35 million fishers deployed in this 
sector, the livelihoods of those that 
are artisanal and poor are treated 
equitably.”
The estimated cost is high. 
Investment of $220–320 billion 
worldwide is required and equal to 
$8 billion per year. But, the report 
argues, this would raise the income of 
fishing households, increase profits, 
and ultimately, increase the total 
annual catch.
